
WHAT IT MEANS
 ̿ Design projects so that impact can 

be measured at discrete milestones 
with a focus on outcomes rather 
than outputs.

 ̿ Evaluate innovative solutions and 
areas where there are gaps in data 
and evidence.

 ̿ Use real-time information to 
monitor and inform management 
decisions at all levels.

 ̿ When possible, leverage data as 
a by-product of  user actions and 
transactions for assessments.

Too often international development projects fail to fully 
leverage data to support project planning and decision-making. 
Principle #5: Be Data Driven provides tips to identify the sources 
of  and incorporate data project design and decision-making.
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P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  D I G I TA L  D E V E L O P M E N T

As the international development 
community matures in its use of 
information and communications 
technologies, many hard lessons 
have been learned. The Principles 
for Digital Development are  

“living” guidelines, designed to be 
updated and refined over time, 
which can help international 
development practitioners 
integrate established best 
practices into technology-enabled 
programs. This document is one of 
a series taking a closer look at each 
Principle. For more information 
visit digitalprinciples.org.

ABOUT THE 
PRINCIPLES

Health facility workers in Uganda 
report drug stock level and disease 
surveillance data using mTrac, an SMS 
and web-based data collection system. 
At the district level, health teams use 
the mTrac dashboard to review, verify 
and approve the data submitted. 
mTrac supports data-driven decisions 
by providing decision-makers with 
rapid insight on supply chain and 
other ecosystem components required 
to effectively deliver drugs and 

identify potential outbreaks. When 
mTrac users identify errors, they 
can send a free SMS to the reporting 
health worker with a request to review 
and correct the data. The dashboard 
also surfaces facilities that are failing 
to report data, making it possible to 
follow up in real-time. mTrac is built 
on the open source RapidPro software 
platform, a white label version of  
TextIt. 
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COMMUNITY INSIGHTS
 ̿ Treat data as a critical, fundamental 

building block to international 
development. It should inform 
how interventions are designed, 
implemented, and evaluated.

 ̿ Understand what constraints, 
including limited access to 
physical, financial, technical, or 
human resources, may limit access 
to timely and accurate data.

 ̿ Consider the implications of  
various constraints, from a “data 
gap,” in which data is simply 
unavailable, to a “usability gap,” 
in which limitations restrict the 
utility of  available data due to a 
lack of  resource or capacity.

 ̿ Incorporate agile methodologies 
that enable analysis of  data 
collected a month, a day, or even an 
hour ago, in addition to traditional 
methodologies reliant on evidence-
based studies that are peer 
reviewed and published. 
 
 

 ̿ Draw from a variety of  data 
sources, including traditional 
collection modalities (e.g. , via 
surveys or enumerators), “big 
data” (e.g. , by-products of  digital 
user actions and transactions), 
and “open data” (e.g. , license-free 
public data, such as that provided 
by a government).

 ̿ Use data to improve service 
delivery by creating a feedback loop 
between data, analysis, decision-
making, and action. 

 ̿ Achieve maximum impact by 
planning ahead for the strategies 
and resources (and in some cases 
dedicated staff) that enable data 
collected and interpreted to be 
used. 

 ̿ Use performance metrics data to 
improve system design and user 
experience.

 ̿ Partner with local actors to ensure 
that data collection, interpretation, 
analysis, and data driven action 
matches with community needs.

 ̿ Support the ability of  local 
partners to make changes based on 
insights generated by data-driven 
development.

 ̿ Ensure that adequate privacy and 
security measures are in place to 
protect the individuals about whom 
data is being collected and used. 

 ̿ Ask where there are vulnerabilities 
of  information collection, sharing 
and communication within the 
intended users and/or target 
audience of  the project, and with 
the technology being used to 
gather, analyze, and house the data.

 ̿ Carefully consider taxonomy, 
as how data is categorized will 
influence how it is interpreted and 
used.

 ̿ Use standards to wherever possible 
to facilitate data analysis and 
sharing.

 ̿ Leverage and contribute to existing 
data repositories whenever 
appropriate to grow the data 
commons.
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RESOURCES
 ̿ Mobile Data Solutions 

TechChange 
http://goo.gl/tHvrzY 

 ̿ Big Data Big Impact: New Possibilities for 
International Development 
World Economic Forum 
http://goo.gl/VVh93Y 

 ̿ Data-Driven Development: Pathways 
for Progress   
World Economic Forum 
http://goo.gl/kMxN99  

 ̿ UNICEF 2014 Innovation Report 
http://goo.gl/5cc40u 

 ̿ UN Data Revolution Advisory Group 
http://goo.gl/9T0jVm 

 ̿ Using Mobile Data for Development   
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
http://goo.gl/l5pdJg 

 ̿ A World That Counts: Mobilising 
the Data Revolution for Sustainable 
Development   
http://goo.gl/OL73uZ

 ̿ Big Data for Development: A Primer   
UN Global Pulse  
http://goo.gl/zMzu0T

 ̿ New Data for Understanding the 
Human Condition: International 
Perspectives   
http://goo.gl/9Yki7s


